Thyroid function modulates thymic endocrine activity.
The thymus produces humoral factors that induce proliferation and differentiation of T-cells, which are responsible for cell-mediated immunity. Recent data in animals suggest that such thymic hormone activity is modulated by the neuroendocrine network and, in particular, by thyroid hormones, but no information is presently available in humans. To study this question, we measured the circulating thymic factor called thymulin (Zn-FTS) in hyperthyroid and hypothyroid patients. Thymulin levels were higher in hyperthyroid patients than in normal subjects, whereas hypothyroid patients had lower thymulin levels than normal subjects. A significant correlation was found between circulating thymulin and serum T4 and T3 levels. Thymulin changes could be reversed by appropriate treatment in both groups of patients. Recent data indicate that zinc is required to confer biological activity on thymic hormone molecules. This raised the question of whether the influence of thyroid status on thymulin activity could be mediated by changes in serum zinc concentrations. No support for such an explanation was obtained by thymulin measurements by a modified bioassay using an optimal zinc concentration in the assay system. In conclusion, thyroid status modulates thymic endocrine function in humans. Whether and to what extent such modulation is relevant to the function of the immune system remain to be established.